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National Curriculum English 
documents ( ; f ) 
have made it clear that children
should undertake a wide range of
different types of writing and that
they should be ‘helped to plan and
produce these types of writing’ –
descriptions, explanations, opinions,
etc – ‘by being given purposeful
opportunities to write their own’. 
In spite of the many changes to the
English orders over the last few years,
the emphasis on non-fiction writing
remains a recurrent theme �. 

The  (Exeter Extending
Literacy) project attempted to 
address this issue by developing
‘writing frames’ which would act as 
a kind of scaffolding for children’s
non-fiction writing. The frames have
been trialled with children through-
out the country in primary and lower
secondary years and across the full
range of abilities, including children
with special needs.

This publication sets out to:
■ explain the history and purposes 

of writing frames

■ outline the characteristics of 
six different non-fiction genres –
recount, report, explanation,
procedure, persuasion and 
discussion

■ give examples of how writing
frames scaffold children’s writing 
in each of these genres

■ offer blank templates (see pages
‒) which can be used in a range
of situations.
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� ‘Pupils should be able to … produce a 

range of types of non-chronological writing.’

English in the national curriculum 

( : , level d)

‘Pupils should … be taught to write in a range 

of forms, incorporating some of the different

characteristics of those forms.’ 

Key stages  and  of the national curriculum

(f : )
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Genre analysis undertaken by
Australian researchers offers an
exciting way forward. Six main genres
will be considered in this publication
– recount, report, procedure, explana-
tion, persuasion and discussion.
Analysis of the typical structure of
these different genres has helped to
shape the writing frames developed
as part of the  project �.

Writing frames are templates
consisting of starters, connectives and
sentence modifiers which offer chil-
dren a structure for communicating
what they want to say. They help by
■ giving experience of a range of

generic structures

■ providing the cohesive links which
allow children to maintain the sense
of what they are writing 

■ offering a varied vocabulary of
connectives and sentence begin-
nings which allow children to go
beyond the familiar 
and then…

■ encouraging a personal interpreta-
tion of information gathered
through the careful use of personal
pronouns

■ asking children to select and think
about what they have learnt by re-
ordering information and demon-
strating their understanding, rather
than just copying out text

■ ensuring some success at writing,
a vital ingredient in improving self-
esteem and motivation

■ providing an alternative to a 
blank sheet of paper – a particularly
daunting experience, especially for
children who find sustained writing
difficult

■ giving children an overview of the
writing task.

A model for teaching 
The model of teaching upon which 
we have based the work of the 

Project can be summarised in 
  below.

This model arises from Vygotsky’s
() ideas on how children learn in
collaboration with experts – parents
or teachers. At first they are spectators
and most of the cognitive work is
done by the expert. As they grow in
experience and capability, the expert
passes over greater and greater
responsibility but still acts as a guide,
assisting the child at problematic
points. Eventually, the child assumes
full responsibility for the task with 
the expert still present in the role of 
a supportive audience �. 

This model makes good theoret-
ical sense but can be a little difficult 
to apply in a busy, over-populated
classroom where children are often
expected to move into independent
writing before they are really ready. 
A ‘scaffolded phase’ is clearly needed
to span joint and independent activ-
ity, where children are offered strate-
gies to aid writing which they can use
without an adult necessarily being
alongside them. Writing frames are
one such strategy. They act both as a
way of increasing a child’s experience
of a particular type of non-fiction
writing and as a substitute for teacher
intervention.

How to use the frames 
Use of the frame should always begin
with discussion and teacher model-
ling before moving on to joint con-
struction (teacher plus child/children)
and then to independent writing
supported by the frame. This pattern
of teaching is vital, for it not only

models the generic form and teaches
the words that signal connections and
transitions, but also provides oppor-
tunities for developing children’s
thinking and oral language. Some
children, and especially those with
learning difficulties, may need many
oral sessions and sessions where the
teacher acts as a scribe before they
attempt their own writing.

‘Big’ versions of the frames can 
be used in the teacher modelling and
joint construction phases. It is impor-
tant that both child and teacher
understand that the frame should be
used as a support for drafting – words
may be crossed out or changed, extra
sentences may be added and surplus
starters crossed out. The frame should
not be treated as a strait-jacket.

When to use the frames 
Writing in a range of genres is most
effective if it is located in meaning-
ful experiences. For this reason, the
frames should always be used as part
of class topic work rather than in
isolated study skills lessons. Much
primary school teaching is still largely
based on this model of curriculum
planning and we would argue very
strongly for its potential effectiveness.
The frame itself never offers a purpose
for writing.

When children do have a reason 
for writing, there are several situations
where you may decide it is appropriate
to offer a frame:
■ when they first attempt indepen-

dent writing in an unfamiliar genre

  

� For a more detailed explanation of genre
analysis, see Lewis, M. & Wray, D. ()
Developing children’s non-fiction writing.
Leamington Spa: Scholastic

� Vygotsky, L. () Mind in society: the
development of higher psychological processes.
Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press

Writing frames

teacher modelling/demonstration

joint activity

scaffolded activity

independent activity

 

The  teaching model

Non-fiction writing is generally felt to be more problematic 

for children than more familiar narrative texts because of 

linguistic features such as the use of specialist vocabulary, 

structures and connectives. Consequently, they need more 

support to produce their own non-fiction writing.

917 pages 12 copy  22/11/02 5:24 pm  Page 2



■ when they appear stuck in a partic-
ular mode of writing, eg constantly
using ‘and then’ … ‘and then’ 

■ when they wander between genres
in a way that demonstrates a lack 
of understanding, eg procedural
texts such as recipes may start in a
second person or instructional
mode (First you beat the egg) but
then shift into a recount (Next I
stirred in the flour). Mixing genres
can, of course, be a deliberate and
creative decision, and we must take
care to differentiate between those
occasions when children purposely
move between genres and those
where different genres are confused

■ when they have written something
in one genre which would be more
appropriate in another genre, eg
reporting an experiment as a
personal recount.

In all of these situations it is impor-
tant to stress that writing frames are
just one of a range of strategies and
writing experiences which teachers
would offer children.

Using the frames 
with a range of writers 
The frames are helpful for children 
of all ages and abilities from ks to ks.
However, they are particularly useful
with children of average writing
ability and with those who find
writing difficult. 

Children already confident and
fluent in a particular genre clearly
need no further scaffolding in that
genre. However, writing frames can 

be used to extend their experience 
to other genres. While teachers some-
times note an initial dip in the quality
of the writing, the new genre and its
language features are often added to
the repertoires of confident writers
after only one or two uses of a frame.

Moving from frame to
independent writing 
As children become familiar with 
a frame, they should be encouraged 
to make additions or deletions. For
example, Robert (aged ) had more to
say than the frame allowed and so he
continued to add to it (see  ).
It is noticeable that he continues 
to use appropriate connectives and
maintains the textual cohesion. The
initial scaffolding has begun to give
way to independent usage. This
indicates he is probably ready to move
to the independent phase. The length
of time that children feel the need to
use a frame will, of course, vary from
individual to individual.

Later, as children begin to show
evidence of independent usage, they
can consult copies of the frames
placed in a box of help cards in the
writing area. This form of support
also encourages them to start making
independent decisions about their
own learning.

Remember 

■ use of the frame should always take
the following sequence
• discussion and teacher modelling 
• joint construction (teacher plus

child/group) 
• independent writing supported 

by the frame

■ not all the children in a class will
need to use a writing frame

■ writing frames should only be used
when children have a purpose for
writing

■ children should be encouraged to
cross out, amend and add to the
frame as suits them

■ frames are only a small part of the
varied and rich writing experiences
we offer children

■ generic structures are not rigid,
unchangeable forms

■ the frames in this book are starting
points which teachers can develop
for their own unique classroom
contexts and purposes.

  

 

Writing produced by Robert, a Year 
child: initial draft with independently 
added connectives underlined.
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Recounts usually consist of
■ orientation: a ‘scene setting’ 

opening, eg I went on a visit to the
museum, Our class planted some
seeds 

■ events: a recount of the events as
they occurred, eg I sat with Sarah 
on the bus, We put soil in four pots 

■ reorientation: a closing statement,
eg When we got back from the trip we
wrote about it, The seeds with soil,
light and water grew best. 

Recounts are often written in the 
past tense, with events presented in
chronological order. They focus on
individual participants and use
‘doing/action’ clauses.

Recount frames are often the 
most successful way of introducing
the frames: they clearly direct the
children’s attention to the topic and,
through the use of the personalised
sentence structure, make them active
participants, using their own voices
(see, for example,  ). Writing
from personal experience is a very
important part of children’s writing
development.

Most children already write many

recounts and are very familiar with

this genre. The frames given here may

therefore be most useful in offering

alternative starters and connectives

and encouraging children to write 

in different ways. Seven alternative

recount frames are offered:
■ prior knowledge and reaction

■ prior knowledge and reaction
(visit)

■ prior knowledge and revision

■ prior knowledge and revision (visit)

■ sequential

■ enumeration 

■ enumeration (visit).

These photocopiable frames are on
pages ‒.

  

Recount genre frames
Recounts inform or entertain their audience – 

or even both! – by retelling events.
  

An example of recount writing
produced by a Year  child.

orientation

events

reorientation
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Prior knowledge 
and reaction frame 
This frame encourages children to
base their accounts on what they have
learnt rather than what they did and
offers them an alternative structure 
to a chronological recount. Pupils give
their opinion of the information they
wish to recount eg the most interesting
thing I learnt (see  ).

Prior knowledge 
and revision frame 
The prior knowledge plus revision
frame helps children to reflect on
anything they have discovered which
conflicts with or supplements what
they already knew. Getting children 
to acknowledge and change their
misconceptions is difficult. They 
will often ignore information that
contradicts what they already know.
This frame can be used to acknowl-
edge such conflicts or to add further
detail to existing knowledge (see
 ).

name

title

date

I also learnt that

Another fact I learnt

However the most interesting thing I learnt was

Although I already knew that

I have learnt some new facts. I learnt that

P
R

IO
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 K
N

O
W

LED
G

E A
N

D
 R

EA
C

TIO
N

 FR
A

M
E

R
ecou

n
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re

  

  

Writing with a prior knowledge and
reaction frame by a Year  child with
specific learning difficulties, after
watching a video and group discussion.

  

Writing produced by a Year  child after
collecting information from books.
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  

Prior knowledge and
reaction/revision visit frames
As we can see in  , these
frames can transform a ‘bed to bed
retelling’ (I got up and had my break-
fast … then we ate our sandwiches …
then we went back to school…) into 
a personalised, detailed account of
what has been learnt.

Sequential frames 
Recounts are usually chronological 
in order, ie they are told in the time
sequence in which they took place.
This often means that children adopt
an ‘and then, and then, and then’
mode of writing. The sequential
frame offers more interesting alterna-
tives. It also offers a logical structure
to help those children who find it hard
to hold a sequence. In the example of
children’s work shown in  

the given frame is underlined.

  

Writing produced using a prior
knowledge and reaction (visit) frame by
a Year  child after a visit to a museum.

  

An alternative structure to a
chronological recount completed 
by a Year  child after previous shared
writing experiences using sequential
frames. 
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  

Enumeration frame 
Listing is an early genre familiar 
for most children. The enumeration
frame uses this familiar form to
enhance recount writing. Most
children find this an easily accessible
format. Many teachers also encourage
the use of this frame to summarise 
the end of a term’s work, as we see 
in Hannah’s recount in  .

  

Writing produced by a Year 
child using an enumeration frame to
summarise and reflect on her work 
on the Romans.
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  

Reports usually consist of 
■ an opening, general classification,

eg Exeter is a city in Devon, 
Humans are mammals

■ a more technical classification
(optional), eg A city holds a Royal
Charter, The scientific name is
‘Homo sapiens’

■ a description of the phenomenon 
in question, eg qualities, parts and
their function, habits, behaviour or
uses. They are usually written in the
present tense, are non-chronologi-
cal, focus on groups of things
(generic participants) and use
‘being’ and ‘having’ clauses, as we
see in Simon’s report in  .

Report genre frames
Reports describe a range of natural, cultural or social 

phenomena.
  

An example of report writing produced
by Simon, a Year  child.

description

general 
classification
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  

Comparison and 
contrast frames 
These are more complex versions 
of reports. An opening statement
introduces the general classification.
This is followed by a description of 
the similarities and differences, 
eg Although Exeter and London are
both cities, they are different in many
ways….

Comparing and contrasting 
phenomena is a sophisticated skill for
which most children require support.
Before attempting the frame children
will need to use some kind of graphic
organiser like the grid provided 
(see  ). This enables them to
organise a mass of information before
they begin writing. Later, they pro-
ceed to use this information in contin-
uous writing.  , for instance,
is an example of independent writing
after experience of using a compari-
son frame.

characteristics BAcharacteristics

title

R
eport gen

re

C
O

M
PA

R
IS

O
N

 G
R

ID

name

date

What to do:
■ Write the names of the objects being compared/contrasted in boxes A and B below

– for example A: My house, B: Victorian house.

■ List the characteristics being studied in the boxes in the left hand column – for

example heating, lighting, cooking facilities, building materials.

■ Use the grid to record information before writing a report. 

G
rid for u

se before w
ritin

g a com
parison

 an
d con

trast fram
es

  

A comparison grid completed by a 
Year  child before using a writing frame.

  

Independent writing by a Year 
child after previous experience of using
a comparison frame. The child first
filled in a grid. Note how the structure
and language of the frame has been
assimilated into her independent
writing.
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Explanations usually consist of 
■ a general statement to introduce 

the topic, eg A butterfly goes 
through several stages in its life cycle,
Computers use a binary number
system

■ a series of logical steps explaining
how or why something occurs.
These steps continue until the final
state is produced or the explanation
is complete, eg A goes through this
process to become B, B then goes
through this process to become C, etc.

Explanations are often written 
in the simple present tense, using
temporal (then, next, after, etc) and/
or causal conjunctions (because,
therefore, etc), and mainly ‘action’
clauses.

Some explanations contain ele-
ments of the sequential genre but are
differentiated from simple sequential
recounts by the use of causal state-
ments. For an example of explanation,
see  ; and for examples of
writing with explanation frames, 
see   and .

In the photocopiable pages found 
at the end of this book, a choice of
explanation frames is given. The first
(page ) is causal. The other two

frames (pages ‒) not only ask
children to explain a phenomenon 
but also to ascribe value to differing
explanations.

  

Explanation genre frames
This genre is used to explain natural and social phenomena. 

  

An example of explanation writing
produced by Bill, a Year  child.

opening 
statement

series of steps
explaining the
phenomena
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  

title

E
xplan

ation
 gen

re

name

date

I want to explain why

So now you can see why

A further reason is

Another reason is

There are several reasons for this. The chief reason is

EX
P

LA
N

A
TIO

Ntitle

E
xplan

ation
 gen

re

name

date

I want to explain why

So now you can see why

A further reason is

Another reason is

There are several reasons for this. The chief reason is

EX
P

LA
N

A
TIO

N

  

An example of writing with an
explanation frame produced by a 
Year  child receiving individual
language support.

  

An example of a writing with an
explanation frame produced by a 
Year  child.
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  

A procedural text usually consists of
■ a statement of what is to be

achieved, eg How to make a cake

■ a list of materials/equipment
needed to achieve the goal

■ a series of sequenced steps to
achieve the goal, eg Cream the 
sugar and butter

■ in many cases, a diagram or 
illustration.

It is usually written in the simple
present tense or using imperatives 
(do this, do that), is chronological,
focuses on generalised human agents
rather than individuals (first you take
rather than first I take), and consists 
of mainly doing/action clauses. For 
an example of procedural writing, 
see  .

Procedural frames scaffold chil-
drens’ writing in the more formal
register of instructions.

The first two procedural frames 
in the photocopiable section at the
end of this book (pages ‒) use 
the same generic structure but offer
differing vocabulary and layout. 

During the trialling of these 
frames many children commented 
on the need for diagrams to clarify
their instructions. The third frame
(page 32) allows for a more visual
approach. 

Procedure genre frames 

  

An example of procedural writing
produced by Sarah, a Year  child. 

Procedures or instructions are written to describe how 

something is done in a series of sequenced steps. 

goal

materials and
equipment

steps to 
achieve the goal
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  

Persuasive writing usually consists of
■ the thesis: an opening statement,

often in the form of position/pre-
view, eg Fox hunting is a cruel and
barbaric sport

■ the arguments: often in the form 
of point plus elaboration, eg Foxes
rarely attack domestic animals.
Statistics show…

■ reiteration: a summary and restate-
ment of the opening position, eg 
We have seen that… Therefore, all
the evidence points unmistakably to
the conclusion that fox hunting is
clearly cruel and unnecessary.

It is usually written in the simple
present tense, focusing mainly on
generic human participants and using
mostly logical rather than temporal
conjunctions. For an example of
persuasive writing see  ; 
for an example of writing produced
with a persuasive frame see  .

As with all the frames in this publi-
cation, discussion, teacher modelling
and joint construction of texts are
vital first stages. Many children will
find some kind of preliminary organ-
ising of their main arguments such as
the ‘protest posters’ frame (see page
) a helpful first stage in recording
their ideas and information.

  

An example of persuasive writing
produced by James, a Year  child.

Persuasion genre frames 
Persuasive writing takes many forms from advertising copy to polemical 

pamphlets. Its purpose is to promote a particular point of view or argument – 

unlike a discussion paper which considers alternative points of view.

thesis
position

reiteration

title

Persu
asion

 gen
re

P
ER

S
U

A
S

IO
N

name

date

Although not everybody would agree, I want to argue that

I have several reasons for arguing for this point of view. My first reason is

A further reason is

Furthermore

Therefore, although some people might argue that

I think I have shown that

  

Writing produced by a Year 
child using a persuasion frame.

preview

point
elaboration

elaboration

elaboration

point

point

arguments
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  

They usually consist of
■ a statement of the issue plus pre-

view of the main arguments, eg Our
school is trying to decide whether to
have a uniform. Some people think 
it would improve the school whilst
other groups that it is unnecessary

■ arguments for plus supporting
evidence, eg Most of the local schools
already have a uniform and most of
the children look very smart

■ arguments against plus supporting
evidence, eg Most of the pupils feel
very strongly that not wearing
uniform allows them to feel more
individual and grown-up. (The
order of arguments for and against
can, of course, be reversed)

■ recommendation given as a sum-
mary and conclusion, eg One group
wants to unify the school whilst the
other group claims freedom of
choice…. I think….

They are usually written in the simple
present tense using generic human, 
or non-human participants, rather
than personal pronouns (except in 
the conclusion) and use logical con-
junctions (therefore, because etc). An
example of discussion writing can be
seen in   opposite.

Children are increasingly 
expected to use this genre as they
progress through the education
system. Although the weighing of
arguments backed by evidence before
reaching a conclusion is used in
secondary and higher education 
for the writing of academic essays,
younger pupils often have very little
experience of this genre. 

Writing discussion papers can be a
natural extension of the debate which
is a feature of primary classrooms. A
preliminary framework (see 

) should be used after or alongside
discussion. This can then be further
refined into a completed piece of
writing (see, for instance,  ).
Teachers can make their own giant
versions on sugar paper or use an 

for the initial teacher modelling/ joint
construction phase. Gathering the
information and organising it is a vital
step before writing. Some teachers
may feel that the preliminary frame-
work itself is sufficient scaffold for
further writing. Others may wish to
use a discussion frame. 

Discussion genre frames 

  

An example of discussion writing
produced by Laura, a Year  child.

Discussion papers are written to present arguments and 

information from differing viewpoints.

statement of 
issue preview

arguments for

arguments 
against

recommendation
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  

title

D
iscu

ssion
 gen

re

D
IS

C
U

S
S

IO
N

name

date

The issue we are discussing is whether

My conclusion, based on the evidence, is

Make notes in the boxes below listing the arguments for and against. 
■ Remember notes are just brief outlines. They don’t have to be in sentences.

Arguments for Arguments against

Now use these notes to help you write
a discussion paper on this issue

 

Writing by a Year  child using 
a discussion frame typed up on 
the computer after producing a 
handwritten first draft.

  

A Year  child using the preliminary 
frame for discussion writing.

Our class have been debating whether football should

only be allowed to be played in the school playground

on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays because our

playground is quite small in the winter when we can’t

use the field.

The people who don’t like playing football say it is

unfair that football takes up a lot of space in the

playground. They say they cannot walk around because

they get bumped into and hit with the ball. They also

say it is scarey for little kids.

The footballers say that most people like playing so

they should be allowed to. And if they cannot practice

the school team will get worse and we won’t win many

games. Also they will not enjoy school if they cannot

play with their friends.

I think that football should be allowed everyday

because most people like it and it is good fun.

917 pages 12 copy  22/11/02 5:25 pm  Page 15



  

Photocopiable writing frames

Recount genre frames ‒

Report genre frames ‒

Explanation genre frames ‒

Procedure genre frames ‒

Persuasion genre frames ‒

Discussion genre frames ‒
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  
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PRIOR KNOWLEDGE AND REACTION FRAME

Recount genre
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  
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  
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  
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  
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  
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  
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  
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Grid for use before writing comparison and contrast reports 
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  
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  
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  
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  
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  
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scaffolding children’s non-fiction writing in a range of genres
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